The focus of this dissertation is to examine the relationship between information sharing, information quality, strategic partnership and internal lean practices among Small and Mediumsized Enterprises in South Africa. It is essential to know practitioners' and entrepreneurs' current knowledge towards the topic at hand in order to determine what interventions would be most beneficial in helping to curb the problem of the lack of knowledge in this area and to understand the underlying causes behind the problem, while creating awareness and giving new insight to those who are already aware of this topic. Data was collected from a sample of 350 participants and the measurement items in the measuring instrument were measured using a 5-point Likert scale. Thereafter the collected data was coded and analysed using structural equation modelling using the AMOS 21 software package. The findings indicate that information quality has a strong influence on strategic partnership and in turn, strategic partnership has a strong influence on internal lean practices among these organisations. This indicates that the level of information quality that is shared within the supply chains of these organisations has a positive effect on the strength of their partnerships as well as on the organisation's internal practices.
INTRODUCTION
A supply chain is a system of suppliers, manufacturers, distributors, retailers, and customers with material, financial, and information flows connecting participants in both directions (Fiala, 2005) . Informationsharing in a supply chain refers to the act of capturing and disseminating knowledge and data for decision makers to plan and control supply chain operations (Togar, Alan & Ramaswami, 2002) . The type of information that is shared is not limited to what products are supplied, the amount of goods being produced or transported among the said supply chain partners and what consumers are demanding, as reflected in product sales. Sharing accurate and timely information throughout a supply chain can yield significant performance improvements for the organisation as well as all members of the supply chain (Diaz, 2000) . Despite these benefits, a high number of firms are reluctant to share information with their supply chain partners, due to the occurrence of an unequal distribution of risks, costs, and benefits among the partners (Kumar & van Dissel, 1996) . In an effort to compete in the ever-changing global economy, modern enterprises strive to develop a flexible supply chain system in order to sustain their competitive advantages.
Supply chain management (SCM) is an effective tool in integrating the production, operational or even strategic activities that exist in the buyer-seller relationship. The unanswered questions are many, regarding information-sharing and information quality and its influence on strategic partnership and lean practices among organisations in South Africa. A cross empirical examination of the spate of literature on supplier informationsharing from the technical and the managerial aspects indicate that there are still many areas worthy of investigation. Despite the increasing complexity of the business environment, enterprises can transmit and share information easily and effectively through specialised divisions such as human resources and internet connections and can achieve virtual integration with the supply chain suppliers (Hsu, Chiu, Chen & Liu, 2009) . In terms of the supply chain system as a whole, there is a complex relationship between the enterprises in a supply chain. Organisations want to make the most profit from the sales; on the other hand, they have to work with their supply chain partners and share the profits with them (Hsu, Chiu, Chen & Liu, 2009) .
From the perspective of an organisation, the objective of information management is to ensure that valuable information that will be useful to the business is acquired and exploited to its fullest extent (Hicks, 2007) . Few studies in the supply chain management literature have investigated the specific impact of information-sharing and information quality on strategic partnership and furthermore, the extent to which strategic partnership can lead to internal lean practices among organisations -particularly in the Africa context. More so, notwithstanding the fact that, some studies have focused on the benefits associated with information sharing for organizations in the supply chain context (Chen & Paulraj, 2004) ; the current study, on the contrary, seeks to examine the relationship between information-sharing, information quality, strategic partnership and internal lean practices among organizations.
In particular, three hypotheses are postulated for empirical scrutiny, that is; both information sharing and information quality positively influences strategic partnership which ultimately affect the internal lean practices among Small and Medium-sized Enterprises in South Africa. The rest of the paper is arranged as follows: A theoretical review, the conceptual research model and hypotheses development will be presented first. Thereafter the methodology, data analysis and conclusions are discussed. The final section presents the implications of the study, limitations and recommendations for future research.
2.LITERATUREREVIEW

Theoretical Grounding
2.1.1
The Coordination Theory Coordination theory is defined as a body of principles about how the activities of separate actors such as organisations and people can be coordinated to achieve the same set of goals (Malone, 1988) ." The theory suggests that the process of supply chain restructuring is detailed without losing sight of the overall principle goals that are set to be achieved by the company. It is also helpful for supply chain partners in the integration of their business activities by facilitating information-sharing among them and thereby creating synergies through this process of facilitation (Roh, Min & Hong, 2011) . Given that the typical supply chain is comprised of multiple actors (such as supply chain partners, including suppliers, manufacturers and distributors) that are in pursuit of the same set of overall goals (for instance; meeting end-customers' needs, eliminating waste and reducing inventory across the supply chain, etc.), the coordination theory can be a very useful tool for the process of redesigning and restructuring the supply chain (Roh et al., 2011) .
Empirical Review
Supplier Information-Sharing
"Information-sharing refers to the extent to which critical and proprietary information is communicated to one's supply chain partner (Monczka, Petersen, Handfield & Ragatz 1998:553) ." Information-sharing is also referred to as the degree of access to and the sharing of important supply chain information between a company and its supply chain partners. This information may include forecasts; manufacturing schedules, as reflected in inventory drawdown rates; and inventory data at upstream locations (Chengalur-Smith, Duchessi & Gil-Garcia, 2012) . As a society moves from the industrial to the information age, information is brought to the forefront as a factor of production and identified as the asset fundamentally responsible for the organisational success (Grant, 1996) . Sharing information allows the participating organisations to integrate their knowledge, detect the window of opportunities in the marketplace and capture positions of advantage (Gavirneni, Kapuscinski & Tayur, 1999; Sambamurthy, Bharadwaj & Grover, 2003) . In particular, sharing of information between trading partners may enable the firms to plan activities in the supply chain, such as conjunctive demand forecasts and replenishments. Nevertheless, the great potential benefits of information sharing do not lead most firms, especially small and medium enterprises (SMEs), to enter such cooperative relationships (Ke & Wei, 2007) . Lack of information sharing with trading partners has been consistently found to be the most critical failure factor in supply chain management (Elmuti, 2002) . The interest in the phenomenon of insufficient information sharing in supply chains motivated the research reported in this paper.
Information Quality
Information quality includes aspects such as the accuracy, timeliness, adequacy, and credibility of information exchanged (Monczka, Petersen, Handfield & Ragatz, 1998) . While information sharing is important, the significance of its impact on SCM depends on what information is shared, when and how it is shared, and with whom (Chizzo, 1998) . Jarrell (1998) also notes that sharing information within the entire supply chain can create flexibility for the organisations involved, but for this to happen it requires accurate and timely information. Information quality refers to the quality of outputs that the information system produces (DeLone & McLean, 1992) , which can be in the form of reports or online screens. Accuracy is agreement with an attribute about a real-world entity, a value stored in another database, or the result of an arithmetic computation.
Strategic Partnership
A stream of literature supports the value of strategic supply chain partnerships. In early studies, Mohr and Speckman (1994) discussed partnership attributes, communication behaviours, and conflict resolution techniques as some of the important factors for partnership success. Since then other research has been conducted on this topic has been conceptual (Mentzer, Min & Zacharia, 2000) . Sodhi & Son (2009) Based on this definition, in the present study, strategic partnership is defined as an inter-organizational relationship formed between two firms in order to achieve shared goals of the participants. There are two types of strategic partnerships. The first type of partnership involves a client with certain needs for supplier functions from external sources and a vendor that provides such services in exchange for a service fee. For instance, supplier outsourcing or consulting is an example of this type of strategic supplier partnership. Although supplier outsourcing has been a costeffective way of accessing specialised computing power or system development skill, recent trends have shown that increasing attention has been paid to building a successful relationship between the client firm and the provider of these outsourcing services (Lee, Strong, Kahn & Wang, 2001 ). This study primarily focuses on two types of outsourcing relationships that may have a significant impact on SME goals and operations: alignment and alliance. Examples of the alignment relationship are IS consulting or technical supervision for supplier planning and design, and system conversion. The second type is determined by the characteristics of information products, information quality requirements, and how information products are produced in the information manufacturing system. In this phase, they identify who assesses the quality of information products and which information quality dimensions are used in such assessment.
Internal Lean Practices
Lean is a philosophy that promotes continuous improvements with its roots placed in the Japanese automotive industry (Womack, Jones & Roos, 2007) . Six-Sigma is another strategy for problem solving and engineering improvements with its roots in the American electronics industry. Lean is a business model that delivers far superior performance for customers, employees, shareholders and society at large. Whilst this entails delivering to the customer exactly what is required, it also involves freeing up capacity to deliver more value from the existing resources with fewer additional costs. Lean Thinking originated from the manufacturing methods used by Japanese automotive manufacturers. This was due to minimal resources and shortages; they then employed a production process that worked with minimum waste. The first step in lean thinking is to understand what value is and what activities and resources are absolutely necessary to create that value. Once this concept is understood, everything else is a waste. Since no one wants to consider what they do as waste, the job of determining what value is and what adds value is something that needs to be done at a fairly high level To develop breakthroughs with lean thinking, the first step is learning to see waste. If something does not directly add value, it is a waste. If there is a way to do without it, it is a waste. Lean Thinking involves a constant cycle of seeking perfection by eliminating waste and maximising product value. This process means that end-customers don't pay for organisational inefficiencies and waste. There are four principles involved in achieving minimal waste, and these principles are depicted in figure 1.
Source: Hines, Found, Griffiths & Harrison (2011)
The lean philosophy emphasises eliminating waste, simplifying processes, and continuous improvement. The concept of lean is about doing more with less: less time, effort, space and money. Lean strategies allow manufacturers to systematically and continuously eliminate the waste that results from inefficient processes, which can include inventory, overproduction, waiting,
The key aspect of lean in any business environment is to ensure that value is added at every stage of the process ('the value stream') and steps in the process that do not add value are eliminated. Lean enablers are the tools required to make these strategies work for the process of lean planning and execution, JIT sequencing, consignment inventory, Vendor-Managed Inventory (VMI), 100% partner connectivity and warehousing. The lean supply chain is a strategy mainly based on cost reduction and flexibility, with a focus on processes improvements, through the reduction or elimination of the all "waste" (non-value adding operations). The strategy embraces all the processes through the product life cycle, beginning with the product design all the way to the product selling, from the customer order stage to the delivery stage. Reichhart and Holweg (2007) extended the concept of lean production to the downstream or distribution level by defining lean distribution as minimising waste in the downstream supply chain, while making the right product available to the end customer at the right time and location.
A lean supply chain is the one that employs continuous improvement efforts that focus transportation, motion, over processing, and defective products. Optimising inventory and streamlining manufacturing processes are the two commonly deployed lean manufacturing strategies because automotive manufacturers realise that complicated business processes have added inefficiencies, costs and weeks to the industry's mass production business model. on eliminating waste or non-value adding steps along the chain. By and large, being lean focuses on cost reduction and flexibility, for already available products, through the continuous elimination of waste or non-value added activities across the chain.
3.PROPOSED CONCEPTUAL MODEL AND RESEARCH HYPOTHESES
CONCEPTUAL MODEL
The proposed conceptual model consists of two antecedents which are supplier information-sharing and information quality, these are the predicting variables. The mediating variable is strategic partnership while the consequence for the SMEs or outcome variable is internal lean practices. The key objective of this study is to explore the factors that affect the level of trust and commitment in supply chain relationships when it comes to informationsharing and the level of quality of that information that is shared. Conceptually, the study tests the linkage between the information that is shared and the quality of that information in a certain supply chain as well as the level of trust and commitment that can be attained or achieved through strategic partnerships.
Additionally, this study also postulates that the relationships built through strategic partnerships and the high the level of trust that can arise among supply chain partners, can, in fact, lead to the outcome variable of Information sharing is an important element of cooperation in the process of supply chain management and should be at the core of collaborative, supply chain based business models (Fawcett, Osterhaus, Magnan, Brau & McCarter, 2007) . Information sharing plays a key role in the process of matching supply with demand to reduce the cost of excess inventory and loss of profits from the effect of stock outs (Martin & Patterson 2006) . Supply and demand mismatch in the supply chain is often caused by uncertainty from lack of information sharing in forecasting (Kwon & Suh, 2005) . Information asymmetries can be significantly reduced by sharing inventory, production, and sales data, along with planning and forecasting information (Patnayakuni, Rai & Seth, 2006) . Transaction risks can also be reduced by sharing, monitoring, and controlling, information, such as performance metrics, and production and delivery schedules (Kim & Umanath, 1999) . When members are hesitant in providing and sharing information with other parties in the supply chain, this can hinder the strategic partnership-building process. A greater level of information sharing tends to reduce uncertainty and it increases the level of trust and openness in the relationship, in this case, the strategic partnership. Based on the arguments above, the author hypothesises that: H1: There is a positive relationship between supplier information-sharing and strategic partnership.
Information Quality and Strategic Partnership
While information-sharing is an important factor, the significance of the impact it has on supply chain management is dependent upon what information is shared, when and how it is shared, and with whom (Chizzo, 1998) . Information quality includes aspects such as the accuracy, timeliness, adequacy, reliability, credibility, understandability and ease of use of the information that is exchanged (Monczka, Petersen, Handfield & Ragatz 1998 ). Information quality is achieved when a focal firm and its supply chain partners share strategic and operational information in trust relationships. Supply chain performance is dependent on the quality of information shared among partner-firms. Three dimensions of the quality of information sharing are accuracy, trustworthiness (reliability or credibility), and timeliness (Li & Lin 2006; Zhou & Benton, 2007) . Security is included as one of the essential attributes of information quality (Lee et al., 2001) . Therefore: H2: There is a positive relationship between Information quality and strategic partnership.
Strategic Partnership and Internal Lean Practices
Strategic partnerships involve a commitment that exists over an extended time period, and the sharing of information, expected risks and rewards (Ghalami, 2004) . The relationship between organisations is said to be strategic when a firm perceives that it needs the relationship in order to be competitive in the industry and that if the partner where to go out of business, it would have to change its competitive strategy due to that occurrence. "On this basis, the number of partners offering a certain product or service cannot usually be more than one in strategic partnering (Mentzer, Min & Zacharia, 2000:549 
METHODOLOGY
Research Design
The research design for this paper will focus on sampling design, instrument design, data collection technique and data analysis approach.
Target Population
The database of the supply chain firms in South Africa comprising of all firms in four provinces including the Gauteng, North West, Free State and Limpopo province.
Sampling Method
Probability sampling was employed for purposes of this study to allow for estimation of the accuracy of the sample that is randomly selected the entire population. The Ministry of small and medium enterprises'database was used. Data was collected from 350 employees of selected firms.
Measurement Instrument
The measurement items were quantified using a 5-point Likert scale with the following representative values: 1-strongly disagree to 5-strongly agree. This scale of measurement is based on the assumption that each statement/item on the scale has equal attitudinal value, importance or weight in terms of reflecting attitudes towards the issued questions (Kumar, 2005) . The questionnaire items consisted of four variables, namely, information-sharing, information quality, strategic partnerships and internal lean practices -which were all adapted from previous studies.
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The full measurement instruments are provided in the Appendix section of this study.
DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS
4.2.1Sample Description
The demographic characteristics of the sample are provided in table 1 below. The sample revealed that the type of business that had the most number of the respondents was the sole proprietor business indicated by 104 out of 350 (29.7%) and the type of business that had thel east number of respondents was the cooperative business indicated by 26 out of 350 (7.4%). As far as the nature of the business was concerned retail had the most representation accounting for almost a third of all businesses. In terms or business size measured by a number of employees, only 1 responded represented a company that had 500+ employees more than half of all the respondents represented companies with 20 to 50 and 50 to 100 employees. Other 2 0.6
Variable
Total 350 100
As far as the number of years each business has been operating, it can be observed that only 2.3% (8 out of 350) represented companies that have been operating for 20 or more years and companies that have been in operation for less that 5 years were represented by 14% (49 of 350). Most of the companies at which the respondents work for are seen to be based in Gauteng indicated by more that half all the responses (56%) and on the other end of the spectrum the least represented province(s) were stated as other by the respondents.
Scale Accuracy Analysis
Mean scores of scales and their corresponding scale items are presented in Table 2 below. Individual scale item test summaries related to research scale reliability and validity are discussed next.
The Cronbach's Alpha values were all above 0.6 as recommended by (Mhlophe, 2016) . According to Chin (1998) , research variables should have an average variance extracted (AVE) of more than 0.5 and a composite reliability of more than 0.7 (convergent validity), and inter-construct correlations should be less than the squareroot of the AVE (discriminant validity). As can be seen table 3, all constructs exceed these criteria, with AVE and CR generally equal or greater than 0.6 and 0.9, Furthermore, as indicated in Table 5 .3, the square-root of the lowest AVE is 0.82 and this is greater than the highest interconstruct correlation value (0.787). All in all, these results confirm the existence of discriminant validity of the measurement instrument used in this study.
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Inter-construct Correlation Matrix
Scale construct correlations are placed in table 4 below. All correlation values were less than 0.8. As indicated in table 3 below, the inter-correlation values for all paired latent variables are less than 1.0, therefore, indicating the existence of discriminant validity (Chinomona, Lin, Wang & Cheng, 2010) .
Proposed Conceptual Model Fit Assessments and Research Hypotheses Testing
The evaluation of the proposed conceptual model proceeded to utilise the same data set. According to the results and the posited relationships: H1: There is a positive relationship between supplier informationsharing and strategic partnership. This relationship was not supported as it was below the significant rate of 0.5. So the result shows a negative relationship between supplier information-sharing and strategic partnerships at 0.419.
H2:
There is a positive relationship between information quality and strategic partnership. This relationship was supported at a significant rate of 0.803.
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H3: There is a positive relationship between Strategic partnership and lean practices. This relationship was supported at a significant rate of 0.851. By implication, these findings indicate that information quality has a strong influence on strategic partnership and in turn, strategic partnership has a strong influence on internal lean practices among these organisations. This indicates that the level of information quality that is shared within the supply Table 4 : Results of Hypotheses Testing chains of these organisations has a positive effect on the strength of their partnerships as well as on the organisation's internal practices.
Based on these research findings, research implications are discussed and future research directions suggested thereafter were collected from SME's in South Africa. The empirical results supported two out of the three posited research hypotheses in a significant way. 
Hypothesised
CONCLUSION
The present study aimed to examine the relationship between information-sharing, information quality, strategic partnership and internal lean practices among organisations in the SME sector in South Africa. The purpose of the study was to determine the relationship between supplier information-sharing and information quality on strategic partnerships and internal lean practices among SME's in South Africa. The study has proven to be beneficial in developing a different view of insightful knowledge that can be used to supplement the understanding of the topic that has been studied. This paper will proceed to provide the implications, the limitations of the study. The paper will sum up by suggesting some possible recommendations for further future research directions that ought to be considered by other researchers.
IMPLICATIONS OF THE STUDY
The current study attempted to undertake a research in an often most neglected context but yet an important sector of the South African economy. Therefore, the findings of this empirical study are expected to provide fruitful implications for both practitioners and academicians.
The implications on the academic front are that a contribution is made to the existing literature on the SME sector with regard to the relationship between informationsharing, information quality, strategic partnership and internal lean practices among these organisations in South Africa. This study should hopefully also inspire future research on the topic in order to further increase the knowledge on this topic. On the practitioners' side, the current study submits that managers in the SME supply chain sector can benefit from the implications of the research findings mainly in the following ways. In today's competitive environment, companies are forced to cooperate closely with their suppliers and customers in order to meet various challenges, such as the requirements of low costs, high quality, better delivery, flexibility, customer service, innovation, and to do this while responding to a rapidly changing environment (Zhao, Huob, Selend & Yeunga, 2011) . The findings indicate the importance of forming strategic partnerships while doing business in order to create an effective and efficient supply chain that will result in yielding good benefits for both parties involved in the relationship, as well as providing seamless service to the customers. Creating these strategic relationships that are based on sharing of quality information can indeed lead to improved internal practices that are characterised by leanness within the business. Hence the current research submits that more particular attention should be accorded to information quality within strategic partnerships as this can lead to better performance in internal lean practices over and above other benefits.
LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY AND FURE RESEARCH
Although this study is set to make important contributions to both theoretical development and to the provision of Author: Tina Mesmer Sikhwari empirical evidence on the influence of supplier information-sharing and information quality on strategic partnerships and internal lean practices among Small and Medium Enterprises' (SMEs) in South Africa. It is not without its limitations which may merit future research. Some of the limitations encountered by the researcher during the study are briefly stated below: The study is confined to the respondents' in the said province, therefore, the findings will only be based on these respondents and cannot be generalised to the whole of South Africa. Future studies can be done in other provinces in South Africa or even in other African countries for results comparisons. With the growing importance of relationship commitment and recognition of different types of partnerships through supply chain integration, over the past decade, it is essential to improve our understanding of these constructs and their associated interrelationships (Zhao et al., 2011) . The findings of this study contributed significantly to the existing knowledge base regarding the relationship of the variables of study and the views of the SME business owners and managers.However, specific aspects regarding SME supply chains that have emerged from this study need further exploration and investigation. An example would be supplier information-sharing and its relationship to strategic partnership. It is therefore recommended that the current study is replicated using a larger sample group and separated into focus groups according to demographic variables, such as nature of the business, number of years in the business and location of the business etc. Such a study would allow for the comparison of different SME groupings' perceptions of the relationship between information-sharing, information quality, strategic partnership and internal lean practices among organisations in the SME sector. It would further give more insight into how these organisations run or manage their supply chains. 
